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Abstract 

The concept of the medium in the visual arts has become increasingly difficult to 

define in a complex, mediated society dominated by digital technology. This paper 

begins by reviewing the historical debate around medium specificity and the 

subsequent growth of intermedial art over the past 50 years.  I propose, following 

Schröter (2010), that media always exist in relation to other media and so 

intermediality is in fact an ontological condition of media itself.  On this basis I 

develop an approach to intermediality that draws from Agamben's gestural theory, 

introducing the concept of the intermedial gesture as a means of understanding the 

ways in which a variety of artists use intermediality critically within their practice.  I 

then go on to illustrate how the intermedial gesture can be deployed to examine the 

work of six artists.  I find that the gestural approach to intermediality has some 

underlying affinities with Krauss' articulation of the post-medium condition (Krauss, 

1999a) but also some significant differences in the use of technology. I conclude that 

Agamben's gestural theory is potentially a productive approach to understanding how 

media can be critically articulated within contemporary art practice and suggest that it 

could be used more broadly in the context of transdisciplinary work. 

 

Introduction 

The idea that each art form, by virtue of its medium, has its own exclusive qualities 

and path of development dates back to the 18th century, around the same time that 

distinctions between the aesthetic and non-aesthetic and between the fine arts and 

crafts began to be delineated (Carroll, 1985).  This concept, which is often termed 

medium specificity is articulated in Lessing's 1766 essay, Laocoön which was 

subsequently taken up by Greenberg in his essay, Towards a New Laocoön 

(Schröter, 2010). Greenberg argued that in modern art each medium should engage 

in a process of distillation and self criticism in order to undergo a radical reduction 

thereby attaining the medium's essential qualities. In this way the work establishes 

itself within a zone of autonomy able to resist any encroachment from mass culture 

and technology.  



	 MA Fine Art (Digital) Camberwell - Andrew Farley (FAR16504687): Research Paper  	 	
	

 2 

 

By the mid-1960's modernist concepts of medial unity had begun to falter leading to a 

broader notion of art and an increased interest in intermedia art forms.  Dick Higgins, 

for example,  changed the terms of the debate by promoting intermedia as a means 

of abolishing the schism between art and life.  This approach can be traced back to 

the tradition of Wagner in a genealogical line with the Gesamtkunstwerk or total work 

of art  (Lutticken, 2004).  

 

Despite the prevalence of intermedial and installation art since the 1970's the nature 

of the artistic medium has continued to be debated. Rosalind Krauss (Krauss, 1997, 

1999a, 1999b, 2000) proposed a new definition of the artistic medium in 

contemporary art by invoking the notion of automatism developed by Stanley Cavell 

(Krauss, 1999a). Automatism brings into focus the technical ground of a given genre 

and its conventions  which open up a space for improvisation in the face of chance. 

This space is not predetermined but should be reinvented by the artist who 

repurposes outmoded or obsolete technologies into new technical supports for art. 

These new vehicles allow artists to work by engaging with the constraints and 

possibilities of a given means of expression. 

 

Krauss’ arguments have been criticised (Balsom, 2013) in terms of the notion of 

obsolescence which derives from Benjamin's conception of technology. For example 

‘the rag picker historian embraces obsolescence as the dialectical other of 

capitalism’s imperative to novelty’ (Balsom, 2013, p.92). Thus a key drawback of this 

reformulation of obsolescence is that it disregards the historically situated nature of 

media technology, detaching the art object from utility but also from history.  

 

Jens Schröter has situated the discourse on medium as always having a political 

dimension (Schröter, 2010).   On the one hand, we have a position that views 

intermediality as a capitulation of art to capitalist spectacle while on the other we 

have a contrary position that condemns pure media as a form of cultural alienation 

and intermedia as a form of social liberation from a capitalist division of labour 

(Schröter,  2010).   

 

For Schröter, aesthetic debates need to take into account the social and political 

context in which they are embedded. He identifies four types of discourse around 

intermediality; synthetic intermediality,  formal intermediality, transformational 

intermediality and  ontological intermediality. (Schröter,  2011). In the following 
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discussion I will pursue the ontological discourse around intermediality further as I 

believe it has the greatest potential to reanimate the debate around the use of artistic 

media. As Schröter argues; 

 

‘[Ontological intermediality]..means that the definition of the specific character of 

a medium requires the differential demarcation from other media; therefore the 

terms for other media are paradoxically absolutely necessary for every purist 

and essentialist definition' (Schröter,  2011). 

 

By following the ontological approach we can see that it is the intermedial field itself 

that produces definitions of media. 

 

The practice of intermediality has been widely examined in the arts as a whole but it 

has not been of central importance in contemporary art and Jill Bennett has argued 

that the aesthetics of intermediality remain ‘a blind spot in art discourse’ (Bennett, 

2007, p. 440). One of the challenges in developing an intermedial approach further is 

therefore to find a theoretical framework that is both relevant and sufficiently general 

in order to elaborate an approach of broad applicability. Here I will develop a 

theoretical approach described by Bennett (2007) who applied Giorgio Agamben's 

gestural theory to the work of Gabriel Orozco and others. Bennett then went on to 

propose a broad transdisciplinary framework drawing in part on Agamben's gestural 

theory (Bennett, 2007). 

 

One of the reasons for working with and through Agamben is the broad sweep of his 

ideas and his archaeological approach to media. However his writing on gesture 

cannot be understood in isolation from his other work and so requires some 

interpretation before being applied. I will therefore first examine Agamben's gestural 

theory in more depth especially in relation to issues of intermediality in art practice.  I 

will then introduce the concept of the intermedial gesture and go on to apply it to the 

work of six artists to assess the usefulness of the concept and it's relation to Krauss' 

post-medium condition.  
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Giorgio Agamben 

Giorgio Agamben's Notes on Gesture (Agamben, 2008) and related writings 

(Agamben, 2000a,b, 2004, 2007) have been influential in the field of film theory 

(Harbord, 2016) and visual culture in general (Grønstad, A., et.al., 2017). In Notes on 

Gesture, Agamben sees the scientific motion studies of Marey (see figure 1) and 

Muybridge as inaugurating a new era of biopolitics. The scientific study of human 

motion leads to a loss of gesture and naturalness in human bodily expression. The 

alienated artifacts become ‘indecipherable’ and the very nature of what it is to be 

human is bought into question. 

 
Figure 1. Motion study of a man running. Etienne Jules Marey (illustrated in Braun, 1994, p 

117) 

Agamben goes on to examine the role of cinematic technologies within the broad role 

of the image in human history. He sees Aby Warburg’s Mnemosyne Atlas as 

transforming the image into a ‘decisively historical and dynamic element’ (Agamben, 

2008, p.53). Each image is akin to a film still or fragments of a lost film within which 

they retain their true meaning.  Images are both an obliteration of gesture and a 

preservation of the dynamic intact.  The image vacillates between stillness and 

motion and dynamics (Levitt, 2011). Cinema is situated as the ‘homeland of gesture’  

and the whole of western history is seen as leading to a liberation of image into 

gesture (Agamben, 2008 p. 57). Agamben formulates his understanding of gesture 

as follows;  

 

'Gesture is a means without ends,  an exhibition, a process of making visible, 

opening this experience of mediality as the ethical dimension of human beings' 

(Agamben, 2008, p. 56)  
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see also figure 2 (Farley, 2017). 

 

 
 

Figure 2. Means Without End: Notes on Politics- Google books screen view and anonymous 

scanner operator. Andrew Farley. 

 

For Agamben; 

‘Gesture is the name of this intersection between life and art, act and power, 

general and particular, text and execution. It is a moment of life subtracted from 

the context of individual biography as well as a moment of art subtracted from the 

neutrality of aesthetics. It is pure praxis.’ (Agamben, 2008, p. 53).  

 

In applying Agamben's gestural theory to the visual arts I will focus on two key 

aspects which I am terming collectively an intermedial gesture. While distinct, they 

are often found intertwined in a given artwork in a kind of dialectical relationship. The 

first aspect relates to the way in which we (viewer, artist) are an embedded and 

integral part of the media environment, both changing and being changed by it.  This 

plays out in art works where the observer is made aware of their own and/or the 

artist's mediality in subtle and indirect ways. The second aspect occurs where there 

is a form of staging or exhibition of intermedial relationships. The artist in this case 

steps back and places emphasis on the experience of transition or inbetween-ness. 

 

Artist case studies 

In the following case studies I will initially turn to two key artists also studied by 

Krauss in her articulation of the post-medium condition; William Kentridge and Marcel 

Broodthaers. I will then go on to examine the work of an artist, Paul Sietsema, whose 

work has links with Broodthaers and who also employs intermedial strategies 



	 MA Fine Art (Digital) Camberwell - Andrew Farley (FAR16504687): Research Paper  	 	
	

 6 

extensively.  Following Sietsema, I will review  the work of Vera Lutter who like 

Sietsema has a deep engagement with the photographic image in its negative form.  

Finally I will look at the work of David Claerbout and Susan Morris, two artists who 

both employ digital technologies in their work in very different ways.  

 

William Kentridge - Fortuna 

William Kentridge is best known for his animated expressionist drawings and films. In 

'‘The Rock’; William Kentridge's drawings for projection' (Krauss, 2000) Krauss 

examines Kentridge's animation technique in detail with a particular emphasis on 

processes employing improvisation and chance. The core of this process is the 

animation of a single charcoal drawing for each animation sequence, with the 

drawing evolving frame by frame by a process of erasure and addition. Once a frame 

picture is completed Kentridge halts the process of drawing and walks back to a 

16mm film camera to shoot the frame. 

 

I suggest that Kentridge's animation process is a good example of gesture as a 

‘process of making means visible’ or exhibition of human mediality (Agamben, 2008). 

Kentridge is interested in early motion technology and is aware of the relationship 

with Marey's photographic motion studies. Krauss herself comments; 

 

‘thus when we see the laborer...walking in close-up in which each of his feet 

seems to be dragging ghostly contours behind it…we feel ourselves in the 

presence of ...Marey’s photographic motion studies with each figure generating it’s 

trail of linear traces’  (Krauss, 2000, p. 10) 

 

The dynamic evolution of a single drawing in these animations also brings to mind 

Agamben's evocation of the image as a kind of vector pointing towards the next 

image.  Kentridge also places emphasis on the crucial role of the physical act of 

walking between the camera and drawing in the evolution of the drawing and in 

shaping the overall storyline of the sequence. Kentridge likens this improvised 

activity to ‘the very activity of speaking, generated by the act itself, where new 

thoughts and connections emerge.’ (Kentridge and Tone, 2012, p. 223).  This can be 

related to Agamben's comments in his essay on Kommerell, ‘gesture is always the 

gesture of being lost in language...the actors improvisation to make up for the 

impossibility of speaking.’ (Agamben, 2000a). Finally, the labour of drawing - walking 

back and forth between the drawing and camera - is also for Kentridge an ethical 
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gesture in a country where manual labour had been systematically imposed on the 

non-white population in the apartheid era. 

 

Marcel Broodthaers- Tableau Bateau 

In 1973 Marcel Broodthaers produced, in a variety of media, a number of works 

based on a 19th century oil painting of a fishing vessel returning to port. These 

include the film Analysis of a painting (Broodthaers, 1973a) the slide projection 

Bateau Tableau (Broodthaers, 1973b) and A Voyage on the North Sea 

(Broodthaers,, 1973c) (figures 3, 4, 5). 

 

 
Figure 3. Un Voyage en Mer du Nord. Book and film, French version. Marcel 

Broodthaers. 

 

In relation to the title Bateau Tableau, Broodthaers (1973b) comments; 

 

‘The French words Tableau and bateau are pronounced with similar sounds.  If we 

repeat [them] several times in a row then without fail just where the tongue twists, 

one word will be said in place of the other.  Thus we could just as well be holding 

forth on the last boat as on the latest painting’  (quoted in Schultz,  2007, p.132) 

 

We see here the primacy of language for Broodthaers and also his interest in the 

human condition of  ‘being in language’  (Agamben, 2000a, p.80). The painting 

dates, according to Broodthaers, just before the invention of cinematography.   This 

passing comment sets the scene for a kind of media archaeological study, where 

each of the media (film, slide projection and book) are in dialogue with each other, 

undergoing a form of intermedial exchange. For example, in relation to the film 
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Analysis of a painting Broodthaers comments ‘You have believed to see a painting 

but you have seen a film.’ (quoted in Schultz, 2007, p.133).  

 

 

 
 

Figure 4. A series of frames from the film A Voyage on the North Sea. Marcel Broodthaers. 

 

In A Voyage on the North Sea (Broodthaers, 1973c) (see figure 4) the images in the 

film are drawn directly from the book of the same name. Static images of the painting 

and a contemporary photograph of a yacht (taken by Broodthaers himself) are 

separated by a sequence of page numbers, indicating the structure of a book.  In 

both film and book the photograph works in counterpoint to the painting (20th versus 

19th century, leisure versus labour, real versus imagined) while the details of the 

painting are juxtaposed into a visual dialogue on illusionism and abstraction. 

 

A Voyage on the North Sea as a film draws the viewer into the viewing experience in 

a specific way. We encounter the film as a book but we have no control over the 

reading of it - it presents us with an ordered sequence of pages equally spaced in 

time. This is a book we might have explored freely as an object but instead are 

subject to the unfolding time of the film. We become conscious of ourselves as 

viewers and here the intermedial gesture appears as a kind of staging or ontological 

suspension in which we are aware of our ‘being in a medium’ by being suspended 

between two conventional forms, the book and the film. 
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Figure 5. A Voyage on the North Sea.  Book - open at the first page. Marcel Broodthaers. 

 

Broodthaers extends this approach in A Voyage on the North Sea book version (see 

figure 5) The pages are uncut at the outer edge giving the impression (if the binding 

of the book was cut) that they could be folded out in a continuous concertina rather 

like a film strip.  Broodthaers however warned against cutting the pages (see figure 

5, text on inside cover). In the 19th century books were commonly bought with the 

pages uncut, requiring a knife to separate them.  Broodthaers therefore takes us 

back in time but asks us to deny ourselves the pleasure of reading the book as we 

could have then.  In this way we end up suspended between 19th and 20/21st 

centuries, between book and film, between gratifying our desires and fulfilling the 

artists wishes. 

 

Paul Sietsema - Empire 

Sietsema's 16mm film Empire (Sietsema, 2002) (see figure 6 below) is partly based 

on a photograph of Clement Greenberg's apartment dating from 1964. In making 

Empire, Sietsema painstakingly reconstructed a large model based on the apartment 

photograph.  This model then formed the basis for the film in which the camera 

explores the space in a way reminiscent of structuralist film.  Sietsema commented to 

Raymond Pettibon ‘When I was making this model, after 6 months of working on it, I 

would still see new things in the photograph.’ (Pettibon and Sietsema, 2000, p.148).  
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Sietsema is literally immersed in the photograph as it is transformed into a model.  

The intermedial process of creating a three dimensional object from a 2D photograph 

results in details emerging that were not visible by looking at the photograph directly. 

It is also reminiscent of the forensic analysis of Broodthaers film Analysis of a 

painting.  

 

   
Figure 6. Still from Empire. Paul Sietsema. 

 

Another aspect of Empire which has attracted attention is the extensive use of the 

negative image, as the negative film stock was printed using a reversal process 

which retained the original negative rather than producing a positive in the normal 

way (Baker, 2016). As Baker has said; 

 

‘[the negative].. inhabits a space between the object and the image, the middle 

point between camera and print, a 'medium' in a true but irremediably hybrid 

sense of the word’ (Baker, 2016, p.44).   

 

The use of the negative as a good example of an intermedial gesture. By looking at a 

negative we have the experience of looking at something internal to the medium 

itself, where we feel suspended between camera and lens.   

 

Vera Lutter - Judgement Day 

Vera Lutter's photographs are taken in a large scale camera obscura, exposed 

directly onto photographic paper and the resulting images (see figure 7)(Lutter, 2004) 
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are therefore negatives because bright areas are rendered dark by the photographic 

paper. The images are also unique in that they omit the conventional intermediate 

stage of negative production at the heart of photographic reproduction. 

 
Figure 7. Battersea power station. Vera Lutter. 

The resulting photographs have something of the quality described by Agamben in 

his short essay Judgment day (Agamben, 2007). In this essay he examines the first 

photograph to depict a human being, 'Boulevard du Temple' by Louis Daguerre (see 

figure  8)(Daguerre, 1835). 

 

 
Figure 8. Boulevard du Temple. Louis Daguerre. 
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Daguerre photographed the Boulevard from his window and because of the long 

exposure time the busy scene did not register any moving people with the exception 

of a man standing still while his shoes are cleaned.  Agamben comments; 

 

‘I could never have invented a more adequate image of the Last Judgment. The 

crowd of humans - indeed, all of humanity - is present, but it cannot be seen, 

because the judgment concerns a single person, a single life. ......While making 

the most banal and ordinary gesture, the gesture of having his shoes shined. In 

the supreme instant, man... is given over forever to his smallest, most everyday 

gesture.’ (Agamben, 2007, p.24) 

We could also add that this small gesture is the means by which the man becomes 

visible. In Lutter's camera obscura the light leaks in through a small pinhole onto the 

photographic paper and so the very long exposures required remove human activity 

leaving a scene devoid of human presence.  Thus by using obsolescent technology 

these spectral landscapes of cities and infrastructure paradoxically have the quality 

of a dystopian future, a Judgment Day absent of human life in which only the 

infrastructure is called to account. 

 

David Claerbout's  'Happy Moments' 

David Claerbout is an artist interested in the dynamic aspects of photographs and the 

stillness of film. His early video work Kindergarten Antonio Sant' Elia 

(Claerbout,1998) (see figure 9 below) features an archive photograph of a nursery 

garden with a group of children at play (Harbord, 2014).   While the image initially 

appears to be static, after a while it becomes clear that the trees are swaying slightly. 

According to Harbord; 

 

‘The scene of Kindergarten Antonio Sant' Elia becomes in Claerbout's hands a still 

from a lost film, a picture from a film we have not yet seen, the dynamic of its 

capture returned in this particular moment of viewing. What Claerbout's works 

suggest is that there is a time of looking as well as a time of taking’ (Harbord, 

2014, p. 75) 
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Figure 9. Kindergarten Antonio Sant' Elia. David Claerbout. 

 

 

 
Figure 10. Algiers sections of a Happy Moment. (3 slides and a slide plan). David Claerbout. 
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In a more recent work, the Algiers section of a Happy Moment (Claerbout, 2008) (see 

figure 10 above) 180 digitally composited images are integrated into a timed 

sequence of images and exhibited as a 29 minute video projection. The photos are 

set on a rooftop terrace in Algiers and as the sequence progresses we are aware 

that we are witnessing the same scene from a multitude of directions; we have the 

experience of moving around the rooftop as though the people and birds were part of 

an installation, frozen in space. It eventually becomes clear that the cameras that 

could have recorded that scene from multiple perspectives are absent from the 

photographs and the photo sequence is in fact a digital composite in which each 

figure has been composed and photographed in the studio from a multiple of camera 

positons against a blue screen background. It is possible to see links with Sietsema's 

Empire in this exploration of constructed space, but the presence of the humans and 

birds rather places the emphasis on the dimension of time. We have the experience 

of being an omnipresent observer outside historical time, capable of being in all 

places at all times and replaying any particular moment from any direction or 

perspective. From this god-like position it seems each moment has indeed been 

picked out by the ‘the angel of photography’  (Agamben, 2007, p.25). 

 

 

Susan Morris - a spider's web of gestures 

At the core of Susan Morris' artistic practice is an interest in making a visual record of 

that which escapes her conscious intentions. New motion capture technologies 

create indexical traces of her drawing activity. As Morris herself has said; 

‘In 2009 I... started work on a series of Motion Capture Drawings. The data 

collected during these sessions was converted into line, using algorithms, and 

printed onto inkjet paper.... These pieces can only be made using digital 

technology, as this is the only way I can collect data from ‘no place’, the body, 

from ‘activity’ that does not have any definite, traceable, physical referent, yet that 

is governed, grounded or ‘earthed’ ....and where some sort of ‘dumb condensation 

of libido’ collects like rain and writes itself, as ‘void’ ‘ (Morris, 2012). 
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Figure 11. Motion capture drawing [ERSD]: facing view. Susan Morris 

 

Figure 12. Motion capture drawing 1:1. detail. Susan Morris 

Morris' motion capture drawings (see figures 11 and 12)(Morris, 2012a,b,c) thus 

function as a kind of negative of Kentridge's drawing process -  instead of seeing the 



	 MA Fine Art (Digital) Camberwell - Andrew Farley (FAR16504687): Research Paper  	 	
	

 16 

drawing with the drawing bodily activity removed (as with Kentridge) we see the 

superimposed traces of her drawing bodily activity but no drawing.  Morris' drawings 

are therefore also an 'exhibition of mediality' - a pure gesture.  Agamben claims that 

the loss of gesture in the bourgeoisie 'led to a retreat to psychology' (Agamben, 

2008, p.55).  With Morris it seems the gesture is to be used as an exploration of 

interiority, a direct interrogation of gesture that shifts into a subconscious space, a 

process related to surrealist automatism but allied with 21st century technology 

(Iversen, 2012). 

The intermedial gesture and Krauss' post-medium condition 

It is striking that the work of Kentridge and Broodthaers seems well suited to being 

viewed from the perspective of the intermedial gesture, while both artists also play a 

role as the flag bearers of Krauss' articulation of the post-medium condition. Despite 

this apparent contradiction, it is possible that both positions have significant ground 

in common while beginning from very different starting points. Firstly, Krauss does 

not differentiate between different forms of intermediality, and it's likely that her 

dismissal of intermedia is mainly directed towards the synthetic intermediality variant.  

My own advocacy of ontological intermediality has the consequence that the media 

space is seen to be structured around a complex series of medial inter-relationships. 

I am interested in artists who consciously articulate this media landscape in their 

work.  Consequently they do, in their own way, invent their own intermedial 

relationships just as Krauss advocates that artists invent their own medium.  Further, 

the intermedial gesture is also part of a gestural space of improvisation, both in the 

embodied making of a work (the artist steps forward) and in the staging of the 

intermedial relationships (the artist steps back).  Thus Krauss' conception of 

improvisation within constraints can be seen as underpinned by a gestural media 

theory of a broader level of applicability that might include new media.  Finally, 

Krauss' advocacy of the redemptive qualities of obsolescence  can now better be 

seen in the context of a complex intermedial  landscape that extends back and 

possibly forwards in time via speculative projection, in which the terms of 

obsolescence are always defined and staged in relation to more current 

technologies.  The intermedial gesture thus  encompasses the latest technology, for 

example the digital compositions of Claerbout in which it is brought into play within a 

broader context as an investigation into the nature of photography. 

 



	 MA Fine Art (Digital) Camberwell - Andrew Farley (FAR16504687): Research Paper  	 	
	

 17 

Conclusion  
 
Given the nature of the contemporary media landscape I believe it is important that 

artists have some theoretical basis for evaluating and shaping their use of media, 

and I have highlighted the importance of intermedial relationships in structuring this 

landscape. I have found Agamben's gestural theory and the concept of the 

intermedial gesture to be a powerful way of examining how artists critically articulate 

intermedial relationships in their work.   

The intermedial gesture has some affinities (as well as differences) with Krauss' 

articulation of the post-medium condition and I have explored the underlying basis for 

this.  I believe an advantage of the intermedial gesture arises from it's underlying 

media-philosophical framework which seems to offer an open system for 

engagement and future development, for example within my own practice, including 

work in dialogue with music and performance art.  

 

Finally, the intermedial gesture may also have broader applications, as Bennett 

comments; ‘Intermediality posits a broad transdisciplinary sphere of operation open 

to but not restricted by interventions in aesthetic form’ (Bennett, 2007, p.440). So 

intermediality as a concept might be extended and used as a way of staging 

relationships between the visual arts and other disciplines. Consequently the 

intermedial gesture if developed further may offer a useful approach or analytical tool 

for any artist interested in developing their practice in a transdisciplinary direction. 
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